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Being a ‘wog’ in Melbourne

young people’s self-fashioning through
discourses of racism
Georgina Tsolidisa* and Vikki Pollardb
aSchool of Education, University of Ballarat, Mt Clear, Victoria, Australia; bFaculty of
Education, Monash University, Melbourne, Victoria, Australia
The Greek community in Melbourne, Australia, is large and has a long history in
the city. It is diverse and associated with a range of cultural, social and political
structures. It has strong transnational links and in many ways exemplifies
‘diasporic’ in contradistinction to ‘migrant’. This paper focuses on young people
from this community, particularly those who attend schools established to
promote Greek language and cultural maintenance. In this paper, we examine
such students’ explorations of their cultural identifications, most specifically how
they adopt the term ‘wog’. This term is complex and its place in Australian
discourse has shifted over time. Tracking these shifts and considering them as a
context for these young people’s use of the term allows us to consider the
processes involved in their self-fashioning. We argue that their uptake of ‘wog’
involves the deployment of irony, given their awareness of its strong association
with racism. We are also interested in the potential for women’s experience to be
silenced through the common association between ‘wog’ and protest masculi-
nities. We argue that these students’ use of the term illustrates self-fashioning that
provides insights into the complexities that surround cultural identification at the
micro level, including schooling, but also in the broader context of globalisation.
Keywords: youth; diaspora; self-fashioning; racism; wogs; Greekness
Introduction
There is ongoing interest in the relationship between schooling and the ways in which
young people engage with cultural identification. These are complex processes that
are responsive to the particularities of place and time. This paper explores these
processes through the Melbourne Greek community, constituted as an exemplar of
diaspora. In the case of this community, young people of school age are the
grandchildren and great-grandchildren of those who immigrated to Australia from
Greece in the post-World War Two period. Rather than adopt terms such as ‘second-’
and ‘third-generation migrants’, these students are considered to reflect the ‘new
ethnicities’, which Hall (1996a) argues characterises the ‘new times’ associated with
globalisation. They have grown up in environments that potentially illustrate how
cultural identification inextricably combines, in this case, Greek and Australian.
Often these students have parents whose identification with Greece is fractured,
imagined and premised on a nostalgia coloured by their own parents’ yearning for a
place left behind. Some have grown up in households where one parent may have no
association with Greekness. In most cases, Greek is not the language of conversation.
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Yet in Melbourne many of these young people identify with Greekness through
attendance at a range of schools where Greek culture and language are taught. These
are community-based schools run commercially or through church and other
organisations.
These young people’s cultural identification has the potential to illustrate self-
fashioning as it occurs between a range of discourses associated variously with their
schooling, their homes and their communities, all of which illustrate the inextricable
relationships between cultures that operate within, between and across national
spaces. Many of these young people have visited family who live overseas and
maintain regular contact through the internet. In the case of what they commonly
referred to as ‘Greek school’, some were learning from materials developed in Greece
for use by students living in Australia or Germany. One of these ‘Greek schools’
employed teachers from Greece trained explicitly to teach in countries such as
Australia. Many of these students supported Greek soccer clubs alongside
Australian Rules football clubs. Some of these soccer teams included players born
and raised in Australia. In the case of Australian Rules football, some of the
footballers were the children of Greek immigrants. These students followed popular
cultural icons (sport, fashion or music) that were relevant within Australia or Greece
and globally. In these ways, the young people who are our focus challenge
understandings of ‘migrant’ communities and instead their identity work, albeit
within micro contexts such as schools or homes, needs to be read into and against
broader issues related to cultural globalisation.
How young people associated with the Melbourne Greek community represented
their cultural identifications, and the relationship between this and their schooling,
was the focus of the study on which this paper draws. Most of the young people in
the study were learning Greek language and culture in ‘after hours’ schools; that is,
schools associated with the community run in the evenings or on Saturday mornings
(Tsolidis & Kostogriz, 2008). A minority of participants were learning Greek as a
Language Other Than English (LOTE) at one of the few mainstream or full-time day
schools they attended, where it was offered as part of the curriculum. The schools
involved in the study operated in a range of Melbourne suburbs where the Greek
community had various migration histories and socio-economic backgrounds.
The methodology for the study relied on a bilingual, trained teacher of Greek
working with a range of schools during class time. The aim was to elicit from
students work that engaged with their cultural identifications. The way this teacher/
researcher worked varied in response to school-based requirements. For example, in
one school she worked as the core teacher for one class and taught the students for
over a year. In this context, students produced a variety of work including essays,
portfolios that included cultural artefacts they selected as representative of their
identities and transcripts of classroom discussions related to particular inputs, such
as film or literature. In another case, the school allowed access only to one class for
one three-hour session. Here the teacher/researcher provided students with a
questionnaire based on themes constructed from in-depth work with students at
other schools.
In this paper we address the use of the term ‘wog’, as it was introduced and
explored by a group of senior students during classroom discussions, the transcripts
of which form the basis of this paper. These classroom discussions occurred at two of
the ‘after hours’ schools involved in the study. In both cases, the teacher/researcher
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had taught the class over an extended period of time. The student discussions related
to various ‘triggers’ about cultural identity, including poetry and film. Topics related
to identity are typical within LOTE classes for Year 9 or 10 students, including at
‘after hours’ schools, such as those involved in this study. Both classes included girls
and boys. One of these schools operated on a Saturday morning in the north-eastern
suburbs of Melbourne, which would be commonly considered as middle class. These
families were part of the post-World War Two influx of Greek immigrants and have
become quite established. The second school was situated in the western suburbs of
Melbourne, by comparison less affluent. The students attended during the week after
their full day at school. This community included a significant number of Cypriot
students whose families had immigrated in the 1970s.
The term ‘wog’ has complex overlays in the Australian context, its meaning
shifting over time. Arguably its use has been under-theorised, despite its place in
popular culture and continued relevance to young people, evidenced through this
and other studies (Allard, 2002; Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli 2003; Poynting, Noble,
& Tabar, 1998, 1999; Tsolidis, 2006). In this paper we explore how these young
people use the term and argue that this can be read as a form of self-fashioning.
Most specifically, we consider their uptake of ‘wog’ as a form of irony, given their
awareness of its traditional link to racism. We explore some of the gender politics
that surround the term and argue that its more common association with protest
masculinities possibly obfuscates its relevance to young women. We also consider
how these students situate the term in relation to changing relationships between
cultural groups in contemporary Australian society. We outline some of the shifts
surrounding the term ‘wog’ as a backdrop for this exploration.
The story of ‘wog’
The term ‘wog’ has a vexed history in Australia and needs to be considered in
relation to migration history and the changing face of Australian citizenship.
Australia’s history as a British satellite in the Asia-Pacific region and the eventual
move away from the White Australia Policy are well-documented (Castles, Kalantzis,
Cope, & Morrissey, 1988; Tsolidis, 2001, 2008). The term ‘wog’ is most closely
associated with post-World War Two immigration. During this period there was a
rapid and dramatic intake of immigrants from Italy, Greece, and the former
Yugoslavia. The Government had embarked on a policy to ‘populate or perish’. This
was premised on the understanding that Australia needed a larger population in
order to support industrialisation, and to protect a large coastline; however, the
population needed to be compatible with Australia’s British heritage. After the war
with Japan there was added angst about Australia’s relative proximity to Asia, a
situation which was regarded as a threat during the Gold Rushes. The White
Australia Policy was established, in large part, to stem anxiety that Australia could
become the preferred destination for large numbers of Chinese settlers who would
dissipate the Australian character and way of life. This anxiety about the region has
continued over the decades, and more recently referred to Vietnamese refugees.
When British immigrants failed to come to Australia in the desired numbers, despite
monetary incentives, southern European immigrants were the ‘non-preferred’ but
‘have to have’ immigrants. Compared with the British, such immigrants did not quite
fit the category of ‘white’, and yet they were ‘white’ enough. This ambiguous
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positioning was evident through reference to them as ‘wogs’. The term is understood
to derive from the British concept of a ‘western oriental gentleman’, first
encountered by Australian troops during World War One (Andreoni, 2003; Hage,
1998).
In the late 1970s and the 1980s the children of immigrants became the target of
racism and the use of the term ‘wog’ with reference to them came to have a different
resonance. Unlike their parents, whose total outsider status afforded them an ironic
sense of protection, these young people who were born in Australia developed an
acute awareness that regardless of their birthplace and their ability to speak English,
they remained vulnerable. Growing up in ‘migrant ghettos’, the upward social
mobility expected for them by their parents was increasingly elusive. In the working-
class areas in which they lived, the label ‘wogs’ denoted lived experiences of volatile
difference. ‘Wog’ was used as a slur against those from southern European, Turkish
or Lebanese backgrounds. The label was used across schoolyards in inner-city and
suburban schools as a war-cry in contra-distinction to ‘skips’, used to denote
mainstream Australians.
‘Wog’ has a strong association with the so-called ‘ethnic humour’ phenomenon.
Most notably, this was experienced in Melbourne in the late-1980s through an
independent theatre show named Wogs out of Work. This production evolved the
experiences of growing up as a ‘wog’ in Australia into an attack of the racism implicit
in the term. Subsequently, this type of ‘ethnic humour’ was taken into the
mainstream through a large-scale theatre production of Wogs out of Work, film
(The Wog Boy) and television (Acropolis Now). These productions relied on the
experiences of actors such as Mary Coustas and George Kapiniaris who are the
children of southern European immigrants. George Kapiniaris recalled that in his
youth in Melbourne being called a ‘wog’ was a reason for a fight. ‘‘‘Wogs’’ was a
killing word 20 years ago’ (Kapiniaris, cited in Mitchell, 1992, p. 8). Through their
dramatic and edgy performances of ‘wog’, such actors, unlike their parents,
articulated a sense of belonging to Australia. However, this was informed by an
ironic critique of racism. It has been argued that these productions remove the
stigma of being a ‘wog’ and the stigma of using the term, although those identified as
‘wogs’ remained on the peripheries of mainstream Australian society.
In the case of a comedy show like Wogs out of Work, there is a dynamic of affectionate
caricaturing of ethnic minorities, or ‘out groups’, aimed primarily at members of those
ethnic minorities, but in a way that challenges the dominant Anglo-Australian ‘in
groups’, ‘scripts’ and ‘models’ of ethnic minorities. (Mitchell, 1992, p. 119)
For young people attending school currently, ‘wog’ is still a term with salience.
However, while its association with post-war immigrants from southern Europe
remains, it has become more fractured. In line with more complex and shifting forms
of identity work, ‘wog’ is no longer conceived of as the sole domain of particular
ethnic groups. While there is an on-going debate about who has the right to call
themselves a ‘wog’, increasingly it has become one of a number of identities young
people perform, regardless of their ethnic origins. It now has a stronger association
with forms of dress, types of speech, and the popularity of particular musical forms.
These are imbued with more globalised cultural forms including gangster rap, hip
hop and R&B, and strains of popular culture more specific to the countries of origin
of Australian minorities.
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Nonetheless, the association between ‘wog’ and out-group remains. These issues
are illustrated through the students’ comments below. In the first quotation Dimitri,
a student with Greek heritage who does not identify as a ‘wog’, describes those who
do at his school. In the second quotation Sebastian, a student from the same school,
evokes the sense of alienation that makes a strong identification with ‘wog’
important to this group of students.
The wogs are generally kind of gangster types, that’s the way I see it. And I don’t know
too much about them so I can’t say too much. The thing that surprised me about them is
that they don’t have to be European. Most of the time you think of wogs as Greeks or
Italians but the group of wogs in my year level though mostly Greek and Italian like
most wogs, it has a presence of other very different ethnicities, for example Chinese,
there’s one guy I know from Iran I think. (Tsolidis, 2006, p. 90)
Also it’s a comfort thing, like minorities will often sit together because of shared
experience  it’s another group  and with that comes certain mindsets or you know
things like  cultural idiosyncrasies that lead them towards certain things like a lot of
minorities often turn to the R&B hip hop group, because it expresses what they kind of 
the message of solidarity and the minority holding out against this larger force.
(Tsolidis, 2006, pp. 131132)
‘Wog’ youth
Currently there is a small body of research that investigates the significance of the
term ‘wog’ for ethnic-minority youth in Australia. This research is variously located
within masculinity studies (Poynting et al., 1998, 1999), education (Allard, 2002;
Tsolidis, 2006) and in relation to the nexus between masculinity and education
(Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2003). Our aim is to contribute to this research
through an examination of how students associated with the Greek community living
in Melbourne used the term ‘wog’. We believe that such an exploration has the
potential to shed light on identification practices more broadly, particularly as these
relate to racism. As a prelude to this examination, we consider some critical concepts
in more detail.
The concept of identity has long been a staple of education and youth studies.
However, the sense of it as unitary and coherent has given way to an understanding
of identification whereby the emphasis is placed on a process of perpetual
transformation that makes use of resources, including those that may be a product
of an historical birthright.
Though they seem to invoke an origin in a historical past with which they continue to
correspond, actually identities are questions of using the resources of history, language
and culture in the process of becoming rather than being: not ‘who we are’ or ‘where we
came from’, so much as what we might become, how we have been represented and how
that bears on how we might represent ourselves. (Hall, 1996b, p. 4)
By shifting the focus to identification, Hall has emphasised that identity is
constituted through the incorporation of differences, through attending to otherness,
and that this process of ‘suturing’ is continuous. The idea that differences are not
subsumed is integral to this process. The term ‘youth’ has had a traditional potency
in research focused on young people’s constitution of identity and belonging.
However, in line with the emphasis on on-going difference, it has been argued that
universalised concepts such as ‘youth’ have lost usefulness as analytical categories
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D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
7:5
1 2
2 M
ay
 20
14
 
(Wyn & White, 1997). The term ‘youth’ suggests homogeneity, a suggestion that
denies the ‘real-life diversity of young people’ (Androutsopoulos & Georgakopou-
lou, 2003, p. 2). This is illustrated most poignantly by the fact that ‘youth’ has
traditionally referred to boys, thus denying the experiences of girls (Huq, 2005;
Johnson, 1993). Research that is premised on an understanding of youth as
homogeneous can shift the emphasis away from how young people constitute their
sense of self, including through sub-cultures, which like identities are responsive to
context and not fixed.
Such shifts have clear implications for the study of minority students. A focus on
the self-constitution of young individuals eschews a deficit view of ethnicity and
instead allows us to focus on ‘situated communities emerging around aesthetic
preferences, hobbies and commodities’ (Androutsopoulos & Georgakopoulou, 2003,
p. 3). Such localised analyses can contribute to understanding how young people
negotiate a sense of self in relation to ethnicity, language, racism, and ideas of
belonging. Here we refer to this notion of developing a sense of self as self-
fashioning, which involves the conscious deployment of elements of discourse. This
provides a useful framework for the exploration of minority students, identification
and the uptake of ‘wog’. We argue that in the case of these students their self-
fashioning involves the ironic deployment of the discourses available to them,
including those that are racist.
Research concerned with the critical examination of self-fashioning is being
recognised as an important new direction for youth studies. This type of research
distinguishes ethnic minority youth from their usual deviant and angry position in
youth studies as it demands the recognition that self-fashioning is a skill. Miri Song
(2003), in her work exploring individual fashioning of ethnic identity in the USA and
UK, recognises the skill necessary for developing ‘a personalized stance towards
ethnic group membership’ (p. 58) that nonetheless must draw from various
discourses. In this sense it is at once a personal matter and ‘a highly politicized
issue which cannot be taken for granted’ (p. 2). In fashioning self, Song found that
ethnic minority youth were highly adept at playing upon dominant and minority
perceptions of ethnic identity. She argues: ‘Minority individuals are capable of
subverting or manipulating both dominant stereotypes and images attributed to
them by the wider society, as well as scripts of behaviour imposed by their coethnics’
(p. 57). Song argues that belonging is never taken for granted but instead is
conditional. Because of this, individuals who choose to conditionally belong ‘are
staking a claim; they are refusing to accept the view that they do not belong’ (p. 57).
This argument is used to frame our investigation of the use of ‘wog’ by the
students in the study. Their uptake of the term illustrated their awareness and
manipulation of representations of what it means to be Greek in Australian society.
The representations they manipulated included dominant stereotypes as well as
critiques of these from within their communities, particularly through what has been
described as ‘ethnic humour’. In this way their self-fashioning is multi-layered,
taking in the experiences bequeathed to them by previous generations and situating
these in relation to their own. In this sense, their self-fashioning speaks to issues of
belonging at a number of levels: family, community, youth culture and nation,
understanding that each of these has transnational application. For minorities,
belonging is strongly linked to racism and this argument has acute relevance in this
context because ‘wog’ has such a strong connection with racist discourses. In our
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exploration of how these young people’s uptake of ‘wog’ speaks to racism we make
the following arguments: that students’ descriptions of their interactions with other
students illustrate contemporary ethnic dynamics in Australia; that the emphasis on
‘protest masculinities’ in relation to ‘wog’ in the literature has the potential to silence
the salience of women’s experiences; and that these students’ deployment of the term
is a form of irony that challenges racism.
‘Wog’ and discourses of racism
Given the association between ‘wog’ and post-World War Two migration to
Australia, it is not surprising that the students involved in this study included the
term in their explorations of cultural identification. We believe that it is important to
critically examine how the students took up ‘wog’ because of what it can tell us about
racism in Australian society more generally. There is inadequate exploration of the
significance of this term in academic work, despite its clear resonance for young
people and its place in popular culture. The aim is to consider the meanings brought
to this term by the descendants of the immigrants who it most commonly described.
This provides insights into the ‘ripple on’ effects of racism and identification. With
reference to these students, the appropriation of ‘wog’ exemplified the way self-
fashioning occurs, including through the unsettling of insideoutside divides as these
operate within the category ‘wog’, through policing of fellow members, and between
this category and others.
These students referred to racism directed against Greek immigrants. For some,
this had developed through hearing of the experiences of parents, grandparents and
others. ‘Ethnic humour’ had also made experiences of racism familiar, albeit through
irony. The following comments illustrate this:
I am very lucky to have never been bullied in my whole life. I find it very unfortunate for
those who have been bullied for being Greek. I think it makes them feel bad about being
Greek and makes them feel bad about what they want to be. (Andrea)
Occasionally there may be times when I feel slightly uncomfortable about my culture, for
example, when other people tell me stories that discriminate against their culture. But I
personally haven’t come about many issues that are directed at me. (Sofia)
Some students linked racism to sport, most specifically soccer. In Australia, soccer is
referred to as ‘wog ball’ and distinguished from rugby and Australian Rules football.
Additionally, soccer has been highly ethnicised leading to inter-ethnic rivalry
between clubs such as those associated with the Greek, Macedonian and Turkish
communities. This consolidates differences between ‘wogs’ and Australians, as well
as differences within the ‘wog’ category, illustrating how such categories are fluid and
responsive to context. Danforth (2001) claims that prior to a concerted effort by the
Football Federation of Victoria in the 1990s to ‘de-ethinicise’ the soccer league, clubs
were generally closed and homogeneous ethnic groups that provided a sense of place
for immigrants. These clubs were often linked to a specific suburb and reflected the
ethnic make up of that suburb. However, this also led to rivalries on the soccer field
that echoed those being played out elsewhere. An infamous example of such rivalry
relates to Macedonia and the resultant clashes between the soccer clubs most closely
identified with this debate, South Melbourne Hellas and Preston Makedonia.
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Students involved in the study spoke of their experiences of racism at soccer
games. They were disapproving of what were most often, inter-ethnic outbursts.
Teacher-researcher: You play soccer don’t you?
Tony: Yes. There are a lot of racist comments, especially when there’s
been South Melbourne versus Preston. There’s a lot of punch-ons
and racist comments made like, ‘You dirty wog!’ and all these
other nasty comments.
Teacher-researcher: Who makes those comments?
Tony: The spectators. And it’s not a very good sight to see, especially if
you’re a young child. So they should be more careful with what
they say.
Some students described a ‘friendly’ or ‘funny’ racism which occurred amongst
friends and was different to deliberate attempts at humiliation. Students related this
as a form of bonding.
Teacher-researcher: Has anyone had any racism directed towards them personally?
Adam: I have, but it was with my friends; we were just mucking around.
Like just say, I say something to them that is racist to their culture
and then they would say something back and we will have a laugh
about it.
Teacher-researcher: What would they say to you?
Adam: They would say, I don’t know, ‘You dumb wog’, or something like
that. And we would start laughing though. It was just a joke.
However, there were also experiences of racism that students found personally
painful. One student recalled the misery and confusion he endured in primary school
because he was taunted by another student who himself identified as a ‘wog’.
When I was in primary school, there was this Italian guy and he always used to bag me
about being a wog. But then he would say he was a wog and he would always go on
about it. It was really weird. He made me feel sad and all that. (Alex)
Appropriating ‘wogs’ through ‘protest masculinities’
The comments made by these boys indicate how ‘wog’ can be situated in
predominantly male domains such as soccer and with associated forms of violence.
Commonly the term conjures a hyper-masculine stereotype and in its extreme is
associated with gangs. A dominant theme within academic discourses related to
‘wog’ relates to ‘protest masculinity’. This takes up the arguments made by Connell
(1995) in relation to Australian masculinities more generally. The notion of ‘protest
masculinity’ was adapted by Connell (1995) from the work of Alfred Adler in an
attempt to theorise ‘the exaggerated claim to the potency that European culture
attaches to masculinity’ (p. 111). It is a type of masculinity associated with ethnic and
social groups that are denied ready access to the supposed benefits of being male.
According to Connell, it is this milieu that is to blame for the violence inherent in
this form of masculinity. ‘Through interaction in this milieu, the growing boy puts
together a tense, freaky fac¸ade, making a claim to power where there are no real
resources for power’ (1995, p. 111). A readily available marker of such masculinity is
the youth gang. It is therefore not unexpected that Australian researchers who are
interested to theorise the lives of young ethnic minority men and their chances
of social and economic success have tended to focus on ethnicised ‘protest
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masculinities’ (Poynting et al., 1998, p. 78; Collins, Noble, Poynting, & Tabar, 2000).
Being a ‘wog’ in this context is ‘construed as a protest or site of resistance in an
attempt to reverse the hierarchical dualism of Anglo/ethnic’ (Martino & Pallotta-
Chiarolli, 2003, p. 103). This is a type of masculinity that acknowledges the racism
inherent in the term ‘wog’ by turning it back onto the dominant majority.
Much of this research has centred the experiences of Lebanese youth, a
community stigmatised and in the public eye after the violent clashes at Cronulla,
a suburb near Sydney, in 2005. These clashes received widespread publicity because
of the magnitude of the violence and their association with Muslims in the context of
global debates about the so-called ‘war on terrorism’. Prior to these riots, research
with the Lebanese community illustrated their experiences of racism. This research
claims Lebanese youth were relaying experiences of racism at the hands of police,
teachers, the media and other young men. However, ‘protest masculinity’ or the ‘rule
of the Lebs’ was most likely to be deployed in relation to other young men, invariably
characterised by other ethnicities, and usually over domination of public spaces or
interactions with young women (Poynting et al., 1998; Poynting, Noble, Tabar, &
Collins, 2004). These violent incidents were seen as a way of gaining dignity and
respect by young men who complained about the treatment they received from those
with more social power, including their teachers. These Lebanese youth felt that
other ethnicised groups experienced a similar lack of respect, and for this reason
‘fellow wogs’, including those with Greek and Italian backgrounds, were seen in a
different light by them.
In Melbourne, there is a common association between ‘wog’ and gangs, which
resonates with the analysis provided in relation to the Lebanese in Sydney. This is
particularly the case with the ‘Oakleigh Wogs’. Oakleigh is a working-class suburb
where many post-World War Two immigrants settled. Most specifically, it has a
strong association with the Greek community. The ‘Oakleigh Wogs’ is a relatively
amorphous group, which is associated with young men of Greek heritage and
violence, including against other ethnic groups, particularly Turkish and Macedo-
nian minorities. Fading gang tags on walls around the suburb provide evidence of
their existence, which is now linked to hearsay more than lived experience. Their
reputation continues through the reminiscences of those who grew up in areas once
associated with such gangs.
I can think back to my youth, and anyone growing up in the Dandenong/Doveton area
of Melbourne can attest to this, that gangs have existed there from the late 80s. Gangs
with the name ‘3174’ (after the postcode of Noble Park), ‘MC3’, ‘Hill’s Posse’ (after
Endeavour Hills) and ‘Oakleigh Wogs’. (Miki of Balmain, 2006)
I was walking to Oakleigh train station to get a train home from work. Outside the
station were a few ‘Oakleigh Wogs’. Now the Oakleigh Wogs in the 1980s used to be
FEARED, because they were the old-school hardcore Greeks who were kickboxers and
bodybuilders . . . and used to get into brawls with whoever . . . Anyway I’ve walked past
about 3 of them and just glanced at them, and one of them’s gone in Greek ‘look at this
****, wonder what this he’s thinking’  probably wanting to start a fight with me. They
didn’t realise I was Greek ‘cos I don’t look Greek (probably a good thing). I’ve just
turned around and responded in Greek ‘I can understand what you’re saying and you
sound like an absolute tool’ and walked off. They were stunned. (Yianni, 2005)
Abel: I was with my older cousins . . . We were going to the Oakleigh train station, and
the Oakleigh Wogs were waiting at the station. And, we wanted to go across to the pub
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there. The coppers turn up, and the coppers didn’t do nuthin’. The coppers just left
before the Oakleigh Wogs. (quoted in McDonald, 1999, p. 129)
‘Protest masculinity’ is useful towards understanding how young ethnic minority men
have appropriated ‘wog’ as a statement against social exclusion and limited
educational and economic opportunities. Collins et al. (2000) argue that status
accrues with the social isolation and racism that comes from being ethnicised. Playing
on the supposed threat of being an ethnic young man enables a type of group cohesion
and support. ‘Constituting yourself as a threat to others has a similarly cohesive
function’ (Collins et al., 2000, p. 169). Borrowing from Bourdieu, Collins et al. (2000)
claim that self-constitution as a member of a threatening ethnic minority enables a
form of social recognition that brings with it ‘subcultural capital’ (p. 166). However,
this capital accrues mainly to young men. Little attention has been paid to ‘wog’ in
relation to the lived experience of young women.
The gendering of ‘wog’
So-called ethnic humour was pivotal in placing ‘wog’ in a new context. For those of
us who grew up as the daughters and sons of immigrants in the 1960s and 1970s the
humour relied on our recognition of the characters and the contexts. We also gave
ourselves permission to laugh at the expense of our parents because those on stage
were like ‘us’ and not like ‘them’. A critical character in this brand of humour was
Effie who has subsequently become characteristic of the genre (Katsabanis &
Murdolo, 1993). She speaks with a Greek-Australian, working-class accent and
much of the humour associated with her role relies on mispronunciation and
grammatical error. Her gestures are exaggerated and she often chews gum. Her hair-
style and clothing are extravagant in a manner that would not be associated with the
stylish or the elegant. She is a familiar stereotype of the children of southern
European immigrants, including north American, where the ‘gino’ is reminiscent of
the ‘wog’. Effie went on to host Greeks on the Roof in 2003. This was a short-lived
programme, the Australian version of The Kumars at No. 42, a BBC comedy
featuring a British Indian family. Like the Kumars, Greeks on the Roof is set within
the family home with the daughter acting as host. She is surrounded by her mother,
father, grandmother and brother, who in between quizzing celebrity guests, produce a
banter that satirises their community’s life-style. The lead role taken by the daughter
captures both the docility and leadership expected of women in such communities.
The ‘wog’ woman is an interesting paradox of sexuality. She is at once highly
sexualised through revealing clothing, make-up and jewellery, while at the same time
her sexuality is policed by the men and older women in her community. There are
indications that in schools, these issues are still being played out in relation to young
women from such communities. Yet the word ‘wog’ renders a form of masculinity
that makes these girls invisible. Alternatively, if they are visible they are seen as
projecting a female version of ‘wog’  tough but at the same time docile within the
group. They are ‘owned’ by the ‘wog’ boys, trading their independence in return for
protection against racism. While girls, regardless of their ethnic background, are
often placed in situations which demand such trade-offs with boys, there is a
particularly volatile mix of bravado and docility that results from the added burden
436 G. Tsolidis and V. Pollard
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
7:5
1 2
2 M
ay
 20
14
 
of racism, the feeling of emasculation experienced by minority boys and how this
plays out for girls (Tsolidis, 1986, 2001, 2006).
Claiming ‘wog’ as ethnic difference
How do we understand those, who in the process of self-fashioning, deploy the
characteristics of a term which they know has a history of racism? In the case of the
‘Oakleigh Wogs’, these were young people, who arguably consciously performed
the ‘tough wog’. Their personas relied on railing against racism through a form of
counter-racism. However, the young people involved in our study growing up in
contemporary Melbourne, including Oakleigh, bring to ‘wog’ more nuanced and
complex performances and meanings. Theirs was a conscious performance of the
‘wog’.
Of particular interest was the attitude displayed by the young people in our study
to the characters portrayed through ‘ethnic humour’. Unlike those of a previous
generation who identified directly with the actors and their experiences of growing
up in the 1960s and 1970s, these young people, while familiar with the situations and
characters, did not understand them as relevant in straightforward ways. This
layering is illustrated through a classroom discussion about Greeks on the Roof. The
irony embedded in the character of Effie is read by a generation who finds her both
familiar and unfamiliar.
Tina: The way the family acts is familiar.
Teacher-researcher: What is familiar, Tina?
Tina: How they talk a lot, and how they’re really loud, and have a lot of
thoughts and just like to get it out in the open  speak their minds.
While Effie’s family is familiar, these students are nonetheless reluctant to accept
them as representing how they understand being Greek.
I don’t think it’s like the Greeks today . . . the grandparents are like the grandparents
today in a way. An example of this is when she [Effie’s mother] offers food. (Irene)
I don’t think that this really represents what Greeks of the modern society are like. All
the characters over-exaggerate the qualities and characteristics . . . I personally don’t
mind them doing this too much; however, in the long run it will probably affect us more.
(Elena)
I don’t want to be seen as an ‘Oh my God’ type of girl, because that’s just not how all
Greeks are. And I know a lot of my friends don’t really like that kind of thing when
Greek boys and girls talk like that. I don’t like that, because I don’t want to be known as
talking like that. But it’s funny in a joking way. (Helen)
In this show it’s not like she’s showing people how Greeks are. It’s like she’s laughing
about and making fun that they’re all like that as a joke. Like she’s not saying what
they’re like  she’s making fun of them. (Tina)
Perhaps as girls, Elena, Irene, Helen and Tina are particularly sensitive to the type of
woman that Effie portrays. Effie is fond of saying ‘Oh my God’ and this is used to
illustrate an incredulity that ambiguously speaks to Effie’s ignorance of how things
are done in mainstream society and the ignorance amongst others of the way things
are done by Effie. These girls do not identify with this aspect of Effie’s persona.
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Notable is the sense conveyed in these students’ comments that the show is likely to
influence how others view Greeks and how this ‘will probably affect us more’.
Humour has the potential to protect and to threaten, and these students’
comments illustrate how such functions are responsive to context. For Kapiniaris
and Coustas, growing up a ‘wog’ in the 1970s was uni-dimensional. Their humour
provided a public statement of the racism experienced and allowed others with
similar experiences to share and gain some comfort. It was also a public statement
that the racism was unacceptable. For young people like Helen, Elena, Irene and
Tina, ‘wog’ is multi-dimensional. It is simultaneously the ‘Oakleigh Wogs’, the Wogs
out of Work, the ‘wogs’ their parents were, and the ‘wogs’ in their school yard who
wear particular brand named clothing, adopt a particular form of language and
listen to specific forms of music. It is understandable that for them, interpreting Effie
will be more complicated, filtered as it is through multiple ways of understanding
‘wog’ and multiple ways of being Greek in contemporary Melbourne.
These students did not accept ethnic humour as a ‘truth’ about Greek-Australian
experience. However, this humour provided an element they could utilise towards
self-fashioning. The students in our study could act ‘wog’ for the benefit of their
friends and as a way of belonging. Theirs was a performance of ‘hyper-wog’ that
looped around their recognition of the stereotype, its lived experience and the
humour that caricatured the stereotype created by racism.
We don’t act as real stereotypical wogs. For example our age of Greeks make fun of the
‘so-called’ wog language. We act woggy by saying ‘sick real sick’ or ‘my Subwoofa mate’
but in reality no-one really says that! (Elena)
‘Wog’, self-fashioning and cultural politics
The term ‘wog’ and its characteristics provided an important frame for the way the
students in the study fashioned a sense of self. For some, self-fashioning was
deliberate and could be articulated. It could also be a ‘natural’ thing, something ‘you
just feel’.
I’m half-Greek, half-Cypriot. I was born here. I don’t know, at school I just feel ‘wog’
because we either call each other ‘wog’, Asian or Australian. I just feel ‘wog’ and partly
Greek. (Tina)
Tina’s comment illustrates the various elements at her disposal towards becoming
and how these are sensitive to context. Tina refers to herself as half-Greek and half-
Cypriot. However, in the context of school, she identifies three choices  ‘wog’,
‘Asian’ or ‘Australian’ and selects to be ‘wog’ and ‘partly Greek’. This illustrates how
‘wog’ can be a stand-alone category when juxtaposed to ‘Asians’ and ‘Australians’. In
this sense, these categories assume an ‘us’ and ‘them’, and as such a process of
policing that maintains the boundaries. The following extract from a classroom
discussion illustrates the complexities surrounding such policing.
Tina: With Asians at my school there are a lot of Asians (no offence or anything).
Sometimes I would sit there and they wouldn’t really notice I was there or
anything, and they kept on talking and then say things like, wogs are slower than
they are. With stuff that comes out, like movies and songs and stuff, they are
like, ‘Wogs are so slow. They don’t know until however many months later’.
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Teacher-researcher: Who do they mean when they say wogs?
Steven: People that are . . .
Teacher-researcher: That are not Asian?
Steven: Yeah. And they think that they’re all tough and they’re all better
than wogs. But then it’s really weird because they start dressing
and acting and dancing like wogs do. Like the way that they
dance, it makes me angry because they dance like wogs dance
and then they put them down. And then they make up their own
thing  I don’t know.
John: And they wear those baggy pants that you have fashion, in like
Europe. And you think to yourself, you’ve got your own fashion
and then you bag us and then you want to be us. Make up your
mind!
Steven: And then they dye their hair like ours. And then they try to make
it curly and then they say that they don’t like our hair because it’s
curly.
Teacher-researcher: So there is a real division between the Asians and the wogs?
Helen: Yes. And some people say . . . because Greeks are apparently
hairy, they make comments about that. It’s not nice  it’s mean.
John: You know how Tina said that there are Asians all talking and
everything . . . I take the bus home each night, there are no Year
7s I can talk to, so I listen usually around to the other people on
the bus. And the Asians sit at the front and I sit in the middle and
then there are the older kids. The Asians are all talking their
language or whatever they speak, so we can’t understand them.
They talk really fast. And then when they try and speak English
they’re really slow and you can’t understand them.
These students identify ‘wog’ with markers of belonging including styles of dancing,
dressing and doing your hair. These are used to delineate and protect against
incursion. They are understood as coveted by those on the ‘outside’ who nonetheless
identify ‘wogs’ with unflattering characteristics such as being ‘slow’ and ‘hairy’.
These students also describe how they feel excluded by the ‘Asians’. On the bus,
where they are not surrounded by their preferred peer group, language is experienced
as a trigger for feelings of isolation.
The use of minority languages on public transport is a recurring motif in
explorations of racism in Australia. During the post-war period of intense
immigration, accompanied by policies of assimilation, there was a pronounced
expectation that only English be used in public spaces. Here it is the descendants of
post-war immigrants who decry the use of languages other than English by those
more recently arrived. Of particular interest is the way the markers of (non)belong-
ing interweave power relations that are more complex than those that played out in
that period of mass migration. Relations between ‘wogs’, ‘Asians’ and ‘Australians’
are imbued differently in response to a range of factors, including the make-up of the
local school population, the class background of the students involved and the type
of school they attend. Migration has diversified in terms of countries of origin and
reasons for settlement. Globalisation has provided all young people with common
points of reference that extend beyond the local. Such factors provide young people
with a fuller and more complicated repertoire for self-fashioning than that available
in the 1960s when most immigrants came from a handful of countries, worked in
factories and lived in similar suburbs, where their children attended Government
schools, struggling to contend with the new challenges this provoked.
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For the post-World War Two immigrants and their children, ‘wog’ was drawn out
of a collective sense of oppression whereby it became a ‘we’ that provided comfort
and protection from those who persecuted. In contemporary Australian society it
has become a ‘we’ that defines itself in relation to other minorities that also
experience persecution. In this context, there is a policing of the category in relation
to minorities constituted as inauthentic ‘wogs’ including ‘Asians’. Additionally, these
categories are responsive to global youth cultures that provide them with a different
worth. As illustrated in the comments made by Dimitri and Sebastian quoted above,
‘wog’ is nuanced through hip hop, gangster rap and R&B. These musical forms and
ways of dress speak to forms of alienation that commonly enter the Australian
landscape through American musical icons. Because of this, the rappers who provide
‘wogs’ with elements of their personas also provide them with an added kudos. In
this context it is easier to understand why there is an investment in the category ‘wog’
worthy of policing. While these students own the ‘wog’ label at one level, theirs is not
an identification akin to that of a previous generation exemplified through the
‘Oakleigh Wogs’ or the characters created by actors such as Coustas and Kapiniaris.
Perhaps this is a natural byproduct of ‘classing up’ reflecting the increasing
gentrification of previously working-class suburbs. Perhaps it reflects the shift of
racist emphasis away from groups such as the Greeks and towards groups such as the
Sudanese  a newer group of migrants.
In contemporary Australian society the Greeks are conjured differently to
previous times when their immigrant forebears were perceived as threatening to an
Australian way of life and the children of immigrants, through groups such as the
‘Oakleigh Wogs’, were also understood as threatening. The Greek community is now
presented as an exemplar of successful integration. This is generally measured by
factors such as a high degree of permanent settlement with circular rather than
permanent return to Greece (Hugo, 2005) and a certain level of social and economic
mobility, including relatively high levels of educational attainment (Tsolidis, 2001).
In 2006, the then Prime Minister of Australia, John Howard, commented on the
example Greeks set for other minorities given their successful integration into
Australian society. With reference to the Greek community he stated:
You integrate fully, you become part of the mainstream, your first loyalty is to Australia,
but that doesn’t mean you don’t have a place in your heart for your home culture.
(Howard, quoted in Heywood, 2006)
Such comments have a particular salience because they came at a time when
immigration and multiculturalism were in the public eye due to questions about the
Sudanese community’s capacity to integrate into Australian society. The then
Minister for Immigration, Kevin Andrews, voiced his concern about the number of
Sudanese who could settle in Australia (Levet, 2007) because of emerging problems
including youth crime, young men gathering in public places and ‘race-based gangs’.
Like the Greeks and the Vietnamese before them, the Sudanese community is over-
represented in some parts of Melbourne, commonly those on the outskirts, with
limited facilities and a high concentration of low-income families. These are the ‘new
wogs’, in the ‘new Oakleighs’, and like their predecessors they are being associated
with gangs, violence and crime.
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Conclusion
Hall argues that history, language and culture invoke a past but most importantly
evoke ‘what we might become, how we have been represented and how that bears on
how we might represent ourselves’ (1996b, p. 4). In this paper, we examine such a
process as it applies to young people associated with the Greek community living in
Melbourne, Australia. We argue that their cultural identifications inextricably
combine elements of Greekness and Australianness as these have been bequeathed
to them through histories of migration. These young people invoke a past to evoke
representations of who they are. Their self-fashioning engages with representations
of being Greek in Australia that are complex and responsive to dynamics within and
between the Greek and mainstream communities. We have argued that this process
can be considered through their uptake of the term ‘wog’. Its meaning has changed
over generations reflecting variously the initial alienation of immigrants and the
racism they encountered, and the response to this by their children who reclaimed
the term through ethnic humour as both a statement of belonging and a counter-
racist strategy. Understanding this history, these young people’s use of the term
incorporates an additional irony in that they perform the performance of ‘wog’. We
have paid particular attention to the way young women respond to representations
of ‘wog’ because its more common association with protest masculinities obfuscates
the surrounding gender politics, despite the central role of Effie in the ‘wog’
performance.
In conclusion, we draw attention to the potential these young people’s self-
fashioning has to elucidate issues about Australian cultural politics more broadly.
The term ‘wog’ has a local history and it is used by young people today to distinguish
not only between ethnic minorities associated with post-World War Two migration
and mainstream Australians, but also between these minorities and others, most
notably the ‘Asians’. The label continues to be relevant because it continues to
differentiate. These young people’s policing of the categories tells us about a system
of inclusion and exclusion and the basis on which this operates. The term ‘wog’ and
its continued relevance also needs to be considered in a global context. ‘Wog’ is
associated with post-war migration and increasingly with forms of popular culture
that come to Australia from the USA. There is a link between ‘wogs’ and gangster
rappers, for example, that speaks to transnational agendas of oppression and
alienation. As Sebastian, quoted above, states: ‘it expresses . . . [a] message of
solidarity and the minority holding out against this larger force’.
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